There is surprisingly little information in the College about one of its major benefactors and the following brief account of Blake Marsh's life and work and of the lectures that bear his name is an attempt to rectify this.
Fig. 1. DrR. G. Blake Marsh. Photographed on his retirement in 1957 (reproduced by kind permis sion of the Bedford and Shires NHS Trust)
was appointed the first Medical Superintendent of Bromham House Colony for Mental Defectives, near Bedford, a post which he held single-handed for 20 years until his retirement in 1957. The duties were all-encompassing and included the genera] and financial management of the Colony, medical supervision, daily visits to the wards and performing post-mortems.
Bromham House Colony had opened in 1931 and at the time of his appointment consisted of a 19th century mansion house (Fig. 2) , which housed "24 high-grade employable male defec tives" cared for by a staff of three attendants. Plans for a major expansion of the 135 acre estate had already been drawn up and during his early years as a superintendent Blake Marsh presided over a major development of the site to provide 260 places in five villas for 'male and female defectives' including 100 places for children, a So what of the man? Those who knew him well describe Blake Marsh as a gentle, kindly, hard-working, rather reticent man with a quiet persistence and a good sense of humour. He seems to have exemplified the best of the old style Medical Superintendent fulfilling the role of father figure and devoting his life to his patients and the hospital where he was much loved and respected. Bromham was undoubt edly a happy and well-run hospital under his care. His approach was forward looking and balanced "Nursing care for the more helpless and socialisation and return to the community wherever that is at all possible" being his stated philosophy.
Blake Marsh was married but had no children. Outside of his professional life he enjoyed shooting, food and pewter. He had a fine collection of antique pewter, was a past President of the Society of Pewter Collectors and a distinguished liveryman of the Worshipful Company of Pewterers, to which he was elected Upper Warden -the second senior officer of the Company, in August 1960 but was unable to attend the crowning Court due to illness. On his death he left the Company a quantity of pewter and a substantial monetary legacy and is remembered as a benefactor in their annual church service.
The Blake Marsh Lectures
The first Blake Marsh Lecture was delivered at the Winter quarterly meeting of the Association in 1967 by Professor C. Dent FRS and the lectures have continued unbroken every year since, with the exception of 1988 when the speaker withdrew at the last moment. The first lecturer was selected by the Education Committee but responsibility was then passed by Council to the Executive Committee of the Mental Deficiency Section where it remains. In the early years the lectures were rather grand affairs open to the public, advertised widely, presided over by the President and followed by a special dinner at one of the major London clubs. The latter tradition con tinues with a Blake Marsh Supper held at the College.
Lecturers were chosen from home and abroad for their eminence and contribution to the speciality and include neurophysiologists, neuro pathologists, biochemists, clinical psychologists, paediatricians and geneticists as well as psychia trists. Many were prominent members of the Royal Medico-Psychological Association/Royal Together the lectures (Table 1) provide a fascinating insight into thinking and research in the field of mental retardation during a 30 year period which has witnessed major scientific discoveries, in the field of causation and preven tion, significant advances in clinical phenomen ology and treatment and dramatic changes in philosophy of care and service provision. Many present pioneering work. Most embody a life time's experience and contain many words of wisdom for today's practitioners. Causation is an enduring theme and most of the early lectures were concerned with biochemical and genetic causes and syndromes. In the late 1970s the emphasis shifted to service delivery, service systems and the problems of carers. The domi nant theme in recent years has been the psychiatry of mental handicap.
Conclusion
The Blake Marsh Lectures are firmly established in the College calendar and are the highlight of the Mental Handicap Section's annual pro gramme. They afford an opportunity for all members of the College to hear at first hand some of the most distinguished scientists and researchers in the field of mental retardation. The Lectures are a valuable part of the College archive and it is the authors' earnest hope that they may eventually be published as a collec tion.
